
15 ye ars   |    15 stories   |  15 lives transformed

15th anniversary   1995 - 2010



Positive Futures celebrated its 15th birthday  
in October 2010. 

Telling 15 personal stories about the lives  
of people with a learning disability,  
carers and volunteers is a wonderful way  
to mark this anniversary.

The people featured in our publication and CD tell stories that 
are matter-of-fact and moving. They show how tough life  
can be for people with a learning disability and their families.  
And they look towards a better future by showing how lives  
can be transformed.  

Above all the stories are inspirational, because they show what 
people can achieve with opportunity, understanding and the 
right type of support.

The stories we feature illustrate what Positive Futures  
is all about.  

We want people with a learning disability to enjoy ‘ordinary lives’. 
Our community-based services work because we help people 
to develop self-esteem and self-confidence, build social and life 
skills and take advantage of opportunities to contribute to and 
participate in the life of their local community. 

Providing the right type of support is critical to all of this  
and our person-centred focus ensures that people are at the 
centre of decision-making about their future and are able to  
take more control of their lives.   

We also work hard with government and local communities, to 
help create a society where the contribution of people with a 
learning disability is valued and welcomed. 

What we do works, is good for society and, most importantly, is 
good for people with a learning disability and their families.    

We are delighted that the Prime Minister has endorsed our work.



I am delighted to congratulate Positive Futures on the occasion of its 15th 
Birthday.

Your person-centred approach, based on the principles of partnership, 
opportunity, involvement, inclusion and equality, is clearly delivering a first 
class service to young people and adults with learning disabilities.I would like to send you and everyone connected with Positive Futures my 
very best wishes for your future work across Northern Ireland as you work 
alongside the devolved administration to bring about a positive impact to 
people’s lives.

THE PRIME MINISTER

September 2010
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‘When Positive Futures entered our lives  
I can tell you everything changed and it has 
improved Mary’s life beyond anything  
I could have hoped for her.’

Mary Lynch, who has Down’s Syndrome, lives near 
Rosslea in Fermanagh. Mary and her family are 
supported by our Lakeland Families Service.     
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Each carefully gathered by Mary 
Lynch and packed into the rucksack 
that she will take on her forthcoming 
Duke of Edinburgh Gold Award hike.  
Her mother Agnes, who is helping 
Mary to tell her story, watches on 
almost bursting with pride.   “I never 
thought it would be possible for Mary 
to do this – to be camping overnight, 
walking miles!  Mary was a shy 
little girl but now she is a confident 
and happy young person.  I make 
no bones about it, she is like this 
because of Positive Futures.”

Mary will be 21 this year.  She has 
Down’s Syndrome.  She lives with 
her parents near the rural village of 
Rosslea in Co Fermanagh.  “Mary 
is our youngest and as her brothers 
and sisters grew and left home she 
became more and more lonely.  We 
live in the country and there was 
little company for her, there were no 
friends to play with.  When Positive 
Futures entered our lives I can tell 
you everything changed and it has 
improved Mary’s life beyond anything 
I could have hoped for her.”

Agnes and Mary describe together 
how, when she was 14, she joined 
the Positive Futures’ Lakeland 
Families Service.  Mary talks about 
the ‘Buddy Group’ and how they 
all went to bowling and the cinema 
every Friday night and she made new 

friends.  She tells how she learnt to 
play basketball with the coach Bill.   
“I was good at it.  I scored goals.”  

“And you won a gold medal at the 
Special Olympics,” her mother 
prompts. “Yes, I won a gold medal.”  

Agnes recalls how Mary soon formed 
friendships and her social skills 
and speech became much better. 
But most of all, Agnes says, her 
confidence grew. 

“You do volunteer work now for 
Positive Futures don’t you Mary?” 

 “Yes, on the computers and I do 
labels for envelopes.”

“And you go to Fermanagh College in 
Enniskillen?”   

“Yes, on my own, on the bus.”

“I never dreamt that she would be 
able to go to College never mind on 
her own!  The staff at Positive Futures 
were more like an extended family 
to us and they brought wonderful 
opportunities into Mary’s life.  Doing 
her Gold Award is just part of that.   

Mary is too old now for the Service 
but it should always be there for other 
children like Mary.  It has improved 
her life beyond measure.”

“Water Bottle”; filled.   
“Yoghurts”; taken from the fridge.  
“Raincoat”; out of the cupboard.

MA RY LYnch
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‘I go out and about with the staff in my car which 
the staff helped me get... Sometimes we go to 
buy toys.  I have robots and Cyber Men and 
Doctor Who Box and other ones.  I keep all these 
toys in my bedroom.  I like to keep them good.’

Brian Beattie is 57. He lives in Bangor and is supported by our East Coast Supported 
Living Service.  He came to Positive Futures from Muckamore Abbey Hospital. 
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When I got to my new house in 
Bangor I was very scared.  I didn’t 
like any people coming close to me 
or shaking my hand.  I liked my new 
house but I was still scared and this 
made me bite and hurt myself and 
sometimes shout very loudly.  It took 
me time to realise that the staff liked 
me and cared about me and wanted 
me to be happy.   I would not go on 
trips as I was scared I would not get 
back to my house.

My house has paintings in it my 
Mummy did – they are very good so 
they are.  The one in the kitchen on 
the white wall is the Mountains  
of Mourne.  

I go out and about with the staff in 
my car which the staff helped me 
get.  It’s a grey James Bond car (Ford 
Focus).   Sometimes we go to buy 
toys.  I have robots and Cyber Men 
and Doctor Who Box and other ones.  
I keep all these toys in my bedroom.  
I like to keep them good.  

Since I have lived in my own house I 
can now set the table and pack my 
own lunch and dress and almost 

bath myself.  I clean my room and 
I like to hoover so I do, but I don’t 
really like doing house work.  I say 
this is a woman’s job but my staff 
say it’s important to keep my house 
clean now it is my home.  I sit down 
afterwards with the staff and have a 
pot of tea which I love.  Sometimes I 
get scared and the staff help me.

I like to talk to the staff.  We talk 
about when I was a wee boy and my 
dog Jason Beattie, he was a black 
poodle.  I miss my Mammy and 
Daddy.  Staff tell me that they are up 
in heaven looking down on me and 
saying what a big man I am.”

Chris Rankin, Senior Support Worker, 
helped Brian to tell his story.

“When I was a wee boy I lived with  
Mr and Mrs Beattie.   
My Mammy was a nurse and  
Mr Beattie was in the Navy.   
They died when I was a ‘wee boy’.   
I had to go and live in Muckamore Abbey 
Hospital with my twin brother Bruce.

BRIAn BEA TTIE
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‘...Clive and I can have quality free time together to 
relax and get our breath back especially as we’re in 
our 60’s!  It gives us the strength to go on.’

James Ratcliffe has lived in Belfast with his parents Kathleen and Clive since  
he was 16.  He has severe autism and no verbal communication.  
James and his parents are supported by our Adult Placement Service and  
he stays regularly at our Short Break Respite Service at Squire’s Hill.  
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...well, Clive and I had to deal with 
some really challenging behaviour 
and he could be so aggressive,”  
she gestures to several scars on  
her forearms, “We were at  
breaking point.”

James wanders about the house 
constantly humming to songs on his 
mp3 player.

“We always resisted respite, but we 
just couldn’t cope.  We tried a couple 
of respite places but he wasn’t 
happy.  He would scream, bite, head 
butt – we were so stressed by his 
behaviour it wasn’t worth the hassle.”

James signs that his printer  
isn’t working.

Clive explains, “Positive Futures, well 
United Response NI as they were 
then, held a meeting where we heard 
about their service in Bangor and that 
a similar one was to start in Belfast.  
We had to have a break from James 
for all our sakes but could we risk it?”  

Clive and Kathleen look at each other 
and smile. There was the answer!

“At first James visited Squires Hill just 
for tea.  Now he goes for a few days 
every month.  The staff are very good 
with him and so understanding of his 

needs and they learnt Makaton so 
they could communicate with him.  
And that communicating includes 
talking to us about what he has done, 
how he has behaved.  It’s important 
for us to know that.  He had a very, 
very bad spell over about 18 months 
and we thought this is it!  But they 
never gave up on him.  

We built up a rapport with the staff 
whom we trust absolutely.  There is 
a consistency of care in which they 
put our son first.  He is happy there.  
Needless to say that means Clive and 
I can have quality free time together 
to relax and get our breath back 
especially as we’re in our 60’s!  It 
gives us the strength to go on.”

Clive adds, “James’s and our quality 
of life is so improved.  They call it 
respite care and with Positive Futures 
the emphasis is on ‘care’.” 

James signs it’s time to do 20 
minutes on his treadmill.  

“James is 38 now and he is the most 
precious thing in our lives but when he 
was about 20...”  Kathleen pauses,  
“I was just fed up being his mother.   
His childhood was tough going but by 
the time he hit adulthood...  

JAMES RA TcLIFFE
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‘My social worker said how do you  
feel about moving into a house with  
support from Positive Futures  
and I said I would give it a thought.  
It was a big step but I got there.’

Patricia Corr is supported by our Cookstown and 
Magherafelt Supported Living Service.    
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Before here I was living with my 
Mummy but she died.  Then I was 
with my Daddy and my brother but I 
was not happy.  He was getting on in 
years and not fit to look after me.   
I didn’t have much of a life; I didn’t 
get out much. The only holiday I 
was on was to Hollybank Residential 
Home for respite care to give my 
family a break. 

When I first met the people from 
Positive Futures they took me out for 
a cup of tea so I could get to know 
them and they got to know me.  They 
were just building the house when 
they took me out to see it.  My social 
worker said how do you feel about 
moving into a house with support 
from Positive Futures and I said I 
would give it a thought.  It was a big 
step but I got there.  I have been 
supported by Positive Futures’ staff in 
this house for 7 years. 

With help of staff I’m more 
independent.  Now I can cook and 
wash my own clothes and bath and 
I am learning how to use the shower.  
It was good to come here and have a 
woman’s support.   I have just done 
up the living room and my bedroom.  
I have to get the new curtains for 
there yet – nice ones because there’s 
no point in a job half done.

I like to go to the beauticians to have 
relaxation treatments and I go a lot 
to the Burnavon Centre.  We get the 
brochure and I choose what I would 
like to see...things like plays and the 
singers and I like the Irish dancing.    
I had a holiday to Newcastle and to 
Lourdes.  I go to the Adult Training 
Centre and to ‘Voices for Choices’ 
which helps me to speak up for 
myself.  Years ago I let people off  
with stuff, bossy people, now I can 
stand up to them and just tell them 
what I think.  

I have a choice in my life of what I 
want to do. I was frightened that 
someday Daddy would die, who 
would look after me otherwise?  I 
was worried that I would end up in 
a home or something.   I am happy 
here.  The staff treat me as an 
individual.  This is best place ever.”

“I live at Maloon Park  
in Cookstown.  

PA TRIcIA cOR R



10

‘Kathleen settled in and just became part 
of our family.  She would come for family 
weekends in Donegal and when we moved 
house to North Belfast she came with us.’ 

Briege Hawkins, from Belfast, is a volunteer Adult Placement Provider. 
Kathleen McMullan is supported by Positive Futures.  
They are pictured with Briege’s twin grand-daughters Aimie and Ellie.
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All my family had left home and I 
mentioned to my husband John 
about maybe fostering or adopting 
now that it was just the 2 of us.   
By chance, I saw a leaflet about the 
Service.  So after many meetings and 
being assessed Kathleen McMullan 
arrived with us for what was to be 6 
months.  However Kathleen lived with 
us for 6 years. 

 I actually remember seeing Kathleen 
at the Special Olympics in Brighton 
many years before that.  She was a 
great swimmer and she had, still has, 
the loveliest red hair!  And there she 
was coming to live with us!  Kathleen 
settled in and just became part of our 
family.  She would come for family 
weekends in Donegal and when we 
moved house to North Belfast she 
came with us. 

I remember one time she had 
an abscess under her arm and 
the doctor sent us straight to the 
hospital.  I got her onto the bed there 
and said I would go and get her 
things from home.  At the ward door I 
glanced back.  She was sitting on the 
edge of the bed, her head was down.    
I still feel that emotion as I tell you 
this.  I turned back and I stayed with 

her through the night as I would do 
for my own. Kathleen was part of  
my family.  

I was so happy for her when she 
finally settled into her own place. 
That was in 2003 in supported 
living at Rigby Close.  Neither of us 
wanted to lose contact so since then 
she’s continued to visit us regularly 
usually staying overnight.  We 
chat, go for walks. She helps John 
with the supper.   There are lots of 
grandchildren who all know her now; 
she was at all their christenings.   
She’s just celebrated her 50th 
birthday and her family held a party to 
which we were all invited.

So even though it is a long time since 
she lived with us there is still a bond 
between us. Kathleen is cherished 
and valued by the whole Hawkins 
family and that means a lot to John 
and I. When she reaches for my hand 
when we are together I know that 
means a lot to Kathleen as well.”  

“These days Kathleen 
McMullan comes to visit  
us once a month.   
We have been in each other’s lives for 13 years now 
and we have a special and enduring relationship 
that began when Kathleen came to live with us 
through Positive Futures’ Adult Placement Service.  

BRIEGE hAWKIn S

Briege Hawkins, from Belfast, is a volunteer Adult Placement Provider. 
Kathleen McMullan is supported by Positive Futures.  
They are pictured with Briege’s twin grand-daughters Aimie and Ellie.
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‘He doesn’t have to do 
everything at everyone else’s say. 
This is what’s new to his life and 
he is just so happy.’

William Lightbody lives at our Windermere Supported Living Service 
in Lisburn after almost 8 years at Muckamore Abbey Hospital.  
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“Egg.  There’s no bananas!” 

“We’ll get some for you William, OK, 
don’t worry about it.”    

“Being able to choose and make his 
own lunch is part of a whole range of 
opportunities that William now has in 
his life, options that weren’t available to 
him before because of the restrictions 
of hospital life.  That he is coping with 
there being no bananas is a lovely 
example of how much he has grown.  
In the early days he could get very 
agitated, often resulting in challenging 
behaviour.  We’ve helped him to take 
such annoyances in his stride.   We 
support him to do his own cooking, 
shop for groceries or CD’s, have the 
company of other people, all sort of 
things.  There’s normality in his life now 
where he decides what to do; even 
little things like if he wants to lie in on 
a Saturday.  He doesn’t have to do 
everything at everyone else’s say. This 
is what’s new to his life and he is just 
so happy.”

“Who is the best bowler in 
Windermere?”   “I am.”

“And you like to come home and tell 
us all about it don’t you?!”  William 
is such a sociable guy; he loves 
company and going out places.  He 
is chatty and funny and we are all so 
fond of him.”

In the hall there’s a framed photo of 
William and Alison at her wedding; 
the bond between them is obvious.  
Perhaps that explains why he 
famously called out ‘I Do’ before  
the groom! 

There’s a beautiful juke box in the living 
room.  “A present from my Mum,” 
he says.

“William sees his Mum a lot and he 
loves phoning her to tell her what he’s 
doing.  He’s a great music fan.  What 
concert did we go to William?”

“Westlife at the Odyssey.”   “It was a 
great concert wasn’t it?”

His long and drawn-out ‘Yes’ is  
the response. 

“Last year your holiday was with 
friends in Portrush. What about  
this year?”

“Share Centre in Fermanagh.”

 William leaves the house to walk 
to the ‘Causeway Group’ at his 
local church for a get together and 
singing.  He heads out at a great pace 
clutching his holiday snaps which he 
will proudly show to everyone.

One of his Support Workers, Alison 
Gordon, helped William to tell his story.  

In the kitchen preparations are underway  
for tomorrow’s lunch boxes.    
“What’s your most favourite filling William?” 

WILLIAM LIGhTBODY



14

‘...I really wanted to be more independent, 
to live a normal life where I could get out 
more and do different things.   
That’s why I am happy here.’

Jackie Robbins is 27. She has 
lived in Bangor for almost four 
years, supported by our East Coast 
Supported Living Service.  
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I like baking on a Sunday even 
though I do a lot of it in my different 
kitchen jobs during the week.  It 
keeps me busy and I am more calm 
when I am kept busy.   Rosie, my 
housemate comes into the kitchen 
and because she is deaf she signs to 
me about loving my baking.  She is 
my good friend.

I learnt cooking when I stayed with 
Ruth and Phil.  They were part of 
Positive Futures’ Adult Placement 
Service.  They were good to me.  
They taught me things like how to 
self medicate and manage my money 
and use the washing machine.  I 
loved living with them but as I got 
older I really wanted to have a place 
of my own.  Positive Futures helped 
me do that.

I have lived in a lot of different 
places.  My parents couldn’t look 
after us when we were small so my 
brothers and sisters and me were 
taken into care.  I lived with several 
different foster families.  I also was 
in a children’s home which I hated.  
Then I was at Glencraig Camphill 
Community for 6 years but I really 
wanted to be more independent, to 
live a normal life where I could get out 
more and do different things.  That’s 
why I am happy here. I still go to 
work at Glencraig on the farm – I’ve 

always loved animals I’ve signed up 
to be a volunteer dog walker with 
the Assisi animal charity.  I hate it 
when people throw out a dog.  You 
shouldn’t have one if you can’t look 
after it and pay for it. 

Having my own home is what I 
wanted but it was difficult. There 
are rules especially about locking 
up medicines but I have come to 
understand why it’s like that.  I know 
I have support when I need it to help 
me rather than hold me back.  So 
I go horse riding, play football with 
the local ladies team.   I did a 3 year 
course in Life Skills at College.  I am 
about to start an Equine Course.  The 
staff have encouraged and helped 
me in all these things and by getting 
out I have made friends.

I would never have been able to 
manage this without Positive Futures. 
I am settled and happy.”

The timer rings.   
The cake is delicious.

“You can tell it’s a well-used cookery book 
by the spatters on the pages. I’m looking 
for the Victoria Sponge recipe.

JAcKIE ROBBIn S
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‘I really thought he would never 
be able to do such things.’

David Barnes has severe learning disabilities.   
He has no verbal speech and lives in Belfast supported  
by our Crescent Supported Living Service.  
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He can pour his own breakfast cereal 
and milk, he can tolerate the car 
reversing and it hitting pot holes, he 
can go into shops without becoming 
hugely distressed; they don’t seem 
like very much, I know, but they are 
major achievements for our son. I 
really thought he would never be able 
to do such things.  

David was in residential care at 
Glencraig Camphill Community and 
it was wonderful there but the point 
came when he had to move on.  We 
were very anxious for his future.

David’s social worker introduced us 
to Positive Futures and in June 2003 
he moved into Squires Hill.  It’s lovely 
and quiet which suits David and he 
gets tremendous one to one support 
from a team of staff who really relate 
well to him.  Everything they have 
done for or with David has been to 
improve his quality of life.”

Brian McCann says that all the team 
who support David recognise the 
tremendous difference this move has 
made to his life.

“David vocalises sound but doesn’t 
have active communication.  In our 
process of getting to know him 
and he getting to know us we have 
developed ways of communicating.  

We have gradually introduced new 
routines and events into David’s 
life.  Things like some basic living 
skills and we slowly built up social 
activities so that he would get used 
to crowds and facilities in the general 
community.  Going for lunch to the 
local cafe; a trip to the zoo; being 
in shops; before David would have 
become distressed and agitated now 
he can now enjoy them.    He has 
even come to tolerate the traffic and 
pot holes – in fact he has become 
so fond of being in the car that it’s 
sometimes hard to get him out of it 
when we get home!”  

“As his parents we see a big 
difference in David.  He is a lot 
more relaxed and more content 
than he used to be. We wanted 
to get the best for him and where 
he is now he is getting both the 
best encouragement and the best 
possible life.” 

David’s mother Winifred and Brian 
McCann, Deputy Service Manager, 
spoke on David’s behalf.

“You might be surprised when I boast 
about what our 32 year old son  
David can now do. 

DAVID BA RnES
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‘Home didn’t have bars but it was my prison... 
But when the girls from Positive Futures 
walked through my door it was like  
a breath of fresh air.’   

Oisin McCrudden and his mother Rosemary, from Belfast, are 
supported by Positive Futures’ Lisburn Families Service.  
Oisin has Down’s Syndrome and other health problems.  
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That’s not to say he didn’t have 
endless health problems.  I was 
always running back and forth to the 
hospital.  My other children were just 
brilliant being there for him (and me) 
singing to him for hours, doing physio, 
even CPR.  But they had their own 
lives and so eventually it was just Oisin 
and me. 

It took its toll on us.  Yes, there was 
sometimes support from social and 
health care workers but we were so 
stuck, tired, frustrated, there were lots 
of tears, I felt so isolated.  Home didn’t 
have bars but it was my prison.  

We’d been in Beechmount for a couple 
of years, Oisin was about 14.  It was 
then that a social worker mentioned 
Positive Futures.  But we’d been let 
down before by organisations who say 
‘oh yes we can do this and that for you 
and Oisin’ – we would get our hopes 
up and when they didn’t happen for 
whatever reason it left us feeling even 
worse - so I admit my first thought was 
‘right here we go again’. 

But when the girls from Positive 
Futures walked through my door it 

was like a breath of fresh air.   They 
were so dedicated and helpful.  Before 
long my Oisin was going canoeing, 
doing arts, crafts, trampolining; 
all sorts of group activities filled 
his calendar.  They even had 
Independence Skills courses teaching 
him to help look after himself.    

I could see him becoming more 
confident and best of all he was 
learning to socialise, make friends, find 
companionship with his peers.   
That was the part of his life that had 
been missing.   

Of course the career part of my life; 
well really my life as it was before, 
had gone missing too.  I was as 
trapped as Oisin had been.  Positive 
Futures encouraged me to go on 
their personal development course 
run by ‘MeUnltd’ * and it’s been really 
good for me.  It helped me find the 
independent woman that I once was.  
I have found support in a group of 
wonderful people who understood so 
well about our lives; people who care 
about me and my son.”

“I knew my son Oisin was a Down’s Syndrome baby 
before he was born and that there were a lot of things 
wrong with him, his heart, his kidneys.  The scans 
suggested he wouldn’t survive for long after he was 
born.  So looking at his recent school photograph, with 
his mischievous smile that I know so well, I can’t help but 
think this is my 16 year old, boy wonder.  

OISIn Mcc RUDDEn

*MeUnltd is a Community Interest Company that provides high quality, creative and sustainable personal 
development programmes and initiatives for carers.
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‘And I thought, ‘Grainne, you can go home 
and lie in your bed and cry all day but that’s 
just selfish.  Think what these families have to 
deal with; being selfish is not helping anyone.’’

Grainne Breslin, a former volunteer, is now employed by  
Positive Futures’ Lakeland Families Service.   
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This is my story.  I was on a Social 
and Health Care course at our local 
Tech in Enniskillen.  I met someone 
who  was involved in Positive Futures 
although not in the Families Service 
- it hadn’t got underway in my part 
of the world yet - and I felt that I 
would really like to help out with them 
in my free time.  Part of my course 
was supporting adults with learning 
disabilities and I liked the sound of 
the work they did with children and 
their families.

I have to say I was never a confident 
person, I found it difficult to talk to 
adults.  But I did love being with the 
children and their families – especially 
being on activities with them.   
You should see how well some of  
the young people have done – 
bringing home medals from the 
Special Olympics in sports like 
basketball, doing their Duke of 
Edinburgh awards. 

However when I was volunteering 
I also had a job but I was being 
bullied there.  To cut a long story 
short I left but it had a horrible effect 
on me.  I became very, very low.  In 
fact I was eventually diagnosed with 
depression.  I was in my late teens.  

I know they say with depression 
‘take a break from work’ but I didn’t 
want to do that.  I discussed it with 
my manager and chose to keep 
volunteering and I am glad I did.  That 
evening I was helping with one of our 
young people.  I got there and looked 
at him and his mother.  I knew she 
was under stress but she never let 
that get in the way of doing all she 
could for her son.  And I thought, 
‘Grainne, you can go home and lie 
in your bed and cry all day but that’s 
just selfish.  Think what these families 
have to deal with; being selfish is not 
helping anyone.’  And really from then 
on because of the support I got from 
Positive Futures and our families too, 
I got better. I stopped my medication 
and I took control of my life.

When the Support Worker job came 
up I was encouraged by the staff to 
apply.  Getting the job has meant 
so much to me.   I am much more 
confident and more importantly 
happy and I have made friendships 
that will last forever.”

“I owe where I am today to my time 
volunteering with the Lakeland Families 
Service. During that time Positive Futures 
helped me turn my own life around when 
I thought I had no future.

GRAInnE BRESLIn
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In 2002, at the age of 23, Dessie Gallagher expected to spend the rest of his 
life as a patient in Muckamore Abbey Hospital.  His transition from hospital 
ward to a full life in the community was brought about through Positive Futures’ 
Sperrin Supported Living Service in Omagh, Dessie’s home town. 

‘I do think about where I came from and where  
I am today – I think about it a lot.  Where I am now –  
it’s so much better... yeah this is good...’
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Nick from Positive Futures, he’s 
helped me a lot over the years; 
he visits me once a month for an 
hour or so.  Not a lot compared 
to the support I used to have.  It’s 
grand though, it gives me that bit 
of emotional support; I would still 
need that.   You see I think about my 
past a fair bit.  From when I was 9 
I’ve been locked away in children’s 
homes and hospitals.  My life  
wasn’t great.

When I came out of Muckamore in 
2002 I wasn’t ready for being on 
my own so I had a few months in 
the Tyrone and Fermanagh Hospital 
– I hated it.  When the house on 
Coolnagard Road was ready I moved 
in. I was supported there 24 hours a 
day 7 days a week.  Then gradually I 
was given more time by myself.  The 
staff helped me cope with going out 
to town; I couldn’t cope with crowds, 
I didn’t like people looking at me.  
And they taught me about cooking 
and house stuff.

There were three of us living there.  I 
know there have to be routines and 
rules when you share but things 

like the fire alarm test on a Sunday 
morning really got to me.  I know 
they had to do it but I used to refuse 
to come out of my room.  I felt 
restricted; I wanted a place on  
my own.

Nick knows I can be a bit stubborn, 
difficult maybe, and they could have 
given up on me but they didn’t.   
They found this place.  
Then when they could see I was 
doing well they gradually cut back on 
the support I got.  

 It’s great.  I have it decorated how 
I like it and I have my music system 
and all my CD’s – 100’s of them – 
they go way back to when I was in 
Muckamore.  Heavy Metal music so 
I have to keep it down, don’t want to 
annoy my neighbours! 

I do think about where I came from 
and where I am today – I think about 
it a lot.  Where I am now – it’s so 
much better.... yeah this is good...”

“There are 4 apartments here 
- it was a stable block and the 
landlord has made a great job of 
it, with all the lovely stonework.  
I’ve been here about 5 years.  

DESSIE GALLAGhER
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‘I think back to when there was nothing in our area that 
suited David and how Positive Futures came in to our 
lives.  In no time at all there was David doing all sorts of 
activities, going places, making friends and having fun.’

David Millar is autistic and lives in Lisburn with his family.  
He is supported by our Lisburn Families Service.
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“I am David Millar.  I was 19 on the 
1st of June.  I am autistic.”  He 
pauses. “Did I say that right?” he 
asks his Mum, Karen. 

 “Perfectly” she replies. “David was 
introduced to Positive Futures just 
over 10 years ago.  We could never 
have imagined at that time the 
long term benefits being part of the 
Lisburn Families Service would bring 
to David; to us as a family.”

Back to the reading, “I liked lots 
of things we did like trampolining, 
football and best of all pony trekking.”   
David’s scrap book has photos of 
him on his favourite pony ‘Mr Bear’ 
which he says he didn’t fall off!  
There’s pictures of cars too which he 
loves although his favourite vehicles 
are ice cream vans.  From the photos 
on his mobile phone and computer 
it’s obvious that ice cream vans come 
in all shapes and sizes.

“We had lots of fun with the Buddy 
Group like going to the cinema and 
bowling,” he reads. “When I left in 
June I was given a certificate and 
everyone clapped.  I felt happy.”

“And he was so happy to be 
applauded like that,” Karen says 
“Positive Futures held such a lovely 
ceremony that day. I think back to 
when there was nothing in our area 
that suited David and how Positive 

Futures came in to our lives.  In no 
time at all there was David doing 
all sorts of activities, going places, 
making friends and having fun.  He 
learnt new skills like how to use the 
trains.  I felt that the staff were like 
part of our family and I knew he was 
safe with them. And because of its 
good name the Families Service had 
so many volunteers.  I think too it 
was a wonderful support network for 
parents. David’s too old now but I 
so wish it could still be in our lives; it 
should be really for what it brings to 
us all.” 

Karen and Ken say that with their 
own and Positive Futures’ support 
David has gone from being very 
anxious and terrified of people to a 
confident, sociable and happy young 
man. It has given him such a good 
basis for what lies ahead.

David has just returned from his first 
day at College in Lisburn. Has his 
time with Positive Futures helped him 
cope with that?

“It has,” he says.

David settles himself on the sofa of the family 
home in Lisburn.  Holding an A4 sheet of paper he 
prepares to read out what he has written for the 
Positive Futures’ Life Stories Project.  

DAVID MILLA R
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‘I’ve been here 2 years and I really like it.   
This is the area my Mummy is from.   
I know people here and I have my local.’

Noel Curran lives independently in Newry, with support from our Southern Area Housing 
Support Service. Noel is pictured with Support Worker Teresa O’Hare.
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“All my family are away from home 
and I was left to look after my mother.  
My sister Bernie, who lives a fair bit 
away, comes often but I was on my 
own really.  It was too much for me 
and Mummy was taken into a home.  
My brothers wanted to sell the house 
and that was fine because it had too 
many memories for me.

About then my social worker 
introduced me to Positive Futures.  
That’s where I first met them.  
They stepped in to help me move.  
It was Teresa who made me sort 
everything out and she made lists 
and we filled boxes.”

“Lots of boxes as I remember Noel!!”  
Teresa O’Hare is one of the support 
worker team and she has known 
Noel since those first days.  Despite 
supporting rival Gaelic teams, about 
which there is much banter, they 
have a very special relationship.   
It’s been born out of working  
together as he moved into his new 
bungalow and helping him to learn 
about running his home but also 
because Noel’s stay there was to  
be short-lived.

 

“I was there about 3 weeks and eggs 
were thrown at my windows.  And 
then one Saturday night I came home 
and the front and back door were 
smashed in. I called the police.”

Teresa helped Noel understand that it 
was not him that was being targeted.  
The vandals were searching for the 
man who had lived there before him.  

“It was a terrible time for Noel.  He 
knew he couldn’t stay there.  We 
stepped in, helped find a new place 
and we began with those boxes 
again, didn’t we Noel?”

“Yes we did!  I’ve been here 2 years 
and I really like it.  This is the area my 
Mummy is from.  I know people here 
and I have my local.  I have good 
neighbours too.  Teresa comes and 
we do housework and clean out the 
fridge and change the beds every 
fortnight, things like that.   Only for 
Positive Futures ... don’t know what 
I’d do. They help me.”  

Pretending to reach for the duster 
Noel turns and shakes the Down 
team flag at a laughing Teresa.  

The blue fruit and vegetable van honks its horn, 
encouraging the residents of the Hill Street flats 
in Newry to come and buy.  Among them is 
Noel Curran.  With just a few hours of peripatetic 
support from Positive Futures Noel now leads 
a full and independent life.  Noel’s story with 
Positive Futures is about how, through difficult 
times, he’s achieved that.

nOEL cUR RAn
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‘It’s an opportunity to make new friends – I got 
so many friends. Positive Futures they know 
about helping children go out themselves.’

Aaron Weyl is 17. He’s the youngest son of Joyce and Richard.   
The family lives in Bangor, Co Down. Aaron has autism and a learning  
disability and is supported by our Bangor Families Service. 
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“Aaron has been involved with 
Positive Futures for a couple of years 
and it was great to see him build 
friendships and personal confidence 
through activities and their Boys 
Group.  Now Chris is on the scene 
it’s terrific they have really hit it off, 
they both love anything to do  
with computers.”

Aaron finally relents to yet another 
request to come in as it’s an hour 
before Chris is due to arrive.

“I was at work experience today – at 
the Red Cross shop. My mum picks 
me up.  I used to go to the Boys 
Group, it helped me calm down.  
Well actually it was the art that helps 
me, art and new technology. It’s an 
opportunity to make new friends 
– I got so many friends.   Positive 
Futures they know about helping 
children go out themselves.  We did 
golf, swimming, cookery, cinema, my 
favourite was bowling.  I was told be 
careful as the bowls are heavy and 
go woooosh!!  We did an art project 
with the group, it was hard work.”

The art project he is talking about is 
a brightly coloured 6 foot tall totem 
pole which takes pride of place in the 
foyer of the Positive Futures’ Head 
Office in Bangor.   

 Aaron is now connecting his 
camcorder to the computer and 
uploading film sound logos onto 

Youtube. “Chris is a good friend.   
He works in computers. He is a 
happy guy, he makes me laugh every 
time, he’s the happiest guy in the 
world. He loves computers. I share 
that with him.  We go to cafes and 
do box office cinema. We saw The 
A-team it was half as good as the 
1970’s TV show.”

The bell rings.  Chris comes in and to 
Aaron’s immense delight he produces 
a brand new ‘iPad’.  

“I am always made to feel so 
welcome when I arrive.  We were 
matched up by Positive Futures 
because we share the same interests 
in IT.  We are thinking about setting 
up a blog about the films we see 
and we e-mail each other. Because 
I have no direct connection with the 
family or school I’m sort of neutral 
coming in and befriending him.  I 
think because of that I can establish 
a real life relationship with Aaron. It’s 
fantastic, I just love it.   Right Aaron 
let’s go out.”

Later in the bustle of the local coffee 
shop Aaron and Chris, head to head, 
are immersed in keeping a racing car 
from crashing off the track, pausing 
only to wolf down a large slab of dark 
chocolate cake.  

Despite the rain and several suggestions 
from his mother that he comes inside, Aaron 
waits on the doorstep for the arrival of Chris 
Scullion. Chris is a volunteer with Positive 
Futures’ Bangor Families Service.  

AA ROn WEYL
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Gareth McKenna, pictured with Support 
Worker Boguslawa Curry, spent a lot of 
time in hospitals. With support from our 
Lakeland Supported Living Service he 
now has control of his life.      

‘A hospital is not the place to be.’
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Till I was a teenager I lived with my 
family.  Then I got moved away into 
hospitals, quite a lot of hospitals, 
to get help.  I was put in residential 
homes too but all the time I was 
unhappy. It was noisy and you 
couldn’t chat to any of them because 
they weren’t like me.  I had to eat in 
the kitchen and I could never choose 
what I wanted it was just handed to 
me.  It was just not nice and I will tell 
you that I got a bit cross in places 
and they sometimes moved me.

I was in Londonderry hospital for a 
long time. I said to them where am I 
going to go now, is there anywhere 
I can go and they said yes because 
Positive Futures had a house for me.”

Toney explained that Gareth had 
a set of very strict guidelines and 
restrictions placed on him when 
he left hospital because of his bad 
behaviours.  That was 5 years ago 
and those incidences soon became 
fewer and now have passed. Using 
person centred tools Gareth tells us 
what he wants and the two of us 
work out how to achieve and we then 
support him. He moved away from 
the usual daycare setting where he 
was very unsettled to doing ordinary 
jobs in the community. He has control 
over his life and this has changed his 
whole world. 

“I love it here, there couldn’t be a 
better place. I have my dog Lucky, 
we go for walks and play. I have a 
rabbit, a guinea pig and a vegetable 
garden.  I can go shopping and cook 
my own meals and I keep my house 
clean and tidy. I make decisions for 
myself.  I help in the local bakery and 
the local shop and answer the phone 
at the Positive Futures’ office. When 
I go out with Lucky my neighbours 
come out and say Hello.  I helped at 
Bright Eyes looking after the cats and 
dogs and played with them to make 
them happy. 

I told the staff I would never go back 
to hospital.  I like to see people not in 
hospital.  I like to see them like myself 
somewhere where they have a nice 
house where they can do their own 
stuff or talk to their friends and see 
their family more because hospitals  
make families upset a bit.   A hospital 
is not the place to be.  I would like to 
tell people that. If anyone wants to 
come and talk to me about it I will tell 
them as best I can.  

I’d be happy to see people getting 
out of hospital.  I did it so it can  
be done.”

“To go to Spain to take photos of the dolphins and 
sea lions that was my dream.  It was my first time on 
a plane and I was a bit nervous but when we landed 
the people around me clapped and said well done 
Gareth.  It made me happy. I am happy in all my life 
now. Toney my co-ordinator with Positive Futures is 
with me as I tell you about it.

GA RETh McKEnnA
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